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FIG. 4 
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PRINTER SPOOL AND SPOOL DRIVE CONE 
HAVING RADIALLY EXTENDING TEETH 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

The present invention relates to a printer spool, and more 
particularly to a thermal printer spool for holding a core With 
labeling media or ink ribbon disposed thereon, and engaging 
a printer spool drive subassembly. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE BACKGROUND ART 

There are a number of US. patents that disclose electronic 
apparatus for printing indicia on labels, some of Which are 
described in US. Pat. Nos. 4,440,248, Teraoka; 4,501,224, 
Shibayama; 4,630,538, Cushing; and 4,655,129, Wirth et al. 

The electronic machines for printing labels of the type 
disclosed above all include the same general combination of 
elements, a print head, means for feeding labeling media to 
be printed past the print head, a microprocessor, a read only 
memory programmed With appropriate instructions to oper 
ate the microprocessor, a random access memory, a key 
board With letter, number, and function keys for the entry of 
alphanumeric information concerning the indicia to be 
printed, and a visual display such as a LED/LCD unit to 
assist the operator in using the machine. 

The labeling media comprises a roll of pressure sensitive 
tape (continuous media or die cut labels)that is attached to 
a continuous roll of release liner. The labeling media is fed 
through the printer and legends are printed on the tape. 
Labels are formed using the continuous tape by cutting the 
media after the legends are printed thereon. The labels are 
then removed from the release liner and attached to the 
objects needing identi?cation. As there are many types of 
label applications, there are many combinations of tape and 
release liners that provide labels of varying siZes, colors, 
formats, and environmental resistance. 
A particular type of print head employs thermal transfer 

printing technology. Thermal transfer printing uses a heat 
generating print head to transfer a colored coating contain 
ing Wax, carbon black, or the like, from a thermal transfer 
ribbon to a labeling media. By using digital technology, 
characters are formed by energiZing a sequence of pixels on 
the print head Which in turn melt the coating on the ribbon 
transferring the image to the labeling media. 

In a knoWn thermal transfer printer such as a label printer, 
labeling media is fed by a platen roller simultaneously With 
a ribbon feed roller feeding an ink transfer ribbon. While the 
labeling media driven by the platen roller runs betWeen the 
print head and the rotating platen roller, the transfer ribbon 
is passed betWeen the print head and the platen roller by 
rotating the ribbon feed roller. As a result, the labeling media 
and the transfer ribbon pass together in overlay relationship 
betWeen the print head and the platen roller. 

The labeling media is fed past the print head from a 
supply spool driven by a labeling media drive subassembly. 
The labeling media drive subassembly has a drive side 
driving the roller, and a free Wheel side Which is not driven. 
Typically, the labeling media is justi?ed to the drive side 
Within the printer, and the free Wheel side is adjusted to the 
Width of the media. Justifying the labeling media to one side 
Within the printer causes the labeling media to be off center 
to that of the print head. This causes an upset at the printer 
dot line, and an uneven pressure loading of the print head 
resulting in poor print quality. 

One solution to justifying the labeling media to one side 
is to adjust the drive side and the free Wheel side such that 

10 

15 

20 

25 

30 

35 

45 

50 

55 

60 

65 

2 
the labeling media is centered on the print head. HoWever, 
an adjustable drive mechanism is expensive. 

Furthermore, typical printer spools require a locking 
mechanism to ensure proper drive system engagement. This 
complicates engaging and disengaging the spool from the 
printer drive systems. These drive systems are also subject 
to slipping (i.e., torque out) Which can cause the printer to 
jam. Therefore, a need exists for an improved printer drive 
system and spool. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention provides a thermal transfer printer 
including a chassis having opposing side frame members. A 
pair of cones are each rotatably mounted to one of the 
opposing side frame members. At least one of the cones has 
a convex surface With at least one tooth formed therein. A 
spool is supported betWeen the pair of cones, Wherein the 
cone teeth engage an end of the spool for rotatably driving 
the spool. 
The present invention accomplishes the general objective 

of providing a spool drive system Which positively engages 
the spool to reduce torque out. This objective is accom 
plished by providing a drive cone having a convex surface 
and teeth formed thereon to rotatably drive the spool. 
Another objective of the present invention is to provide a 

printer spool Which positively engages the printer cones. 
This objective is accomplished by providing a spool Which 
includes an elongated member With opposing ends, and a 
sprocket disposed on at least one end for engaging the cone. 

Still another objective of the present invention is to 
provide a spool having a sprocket Which fully engages a 
toothed cone When the spool and cone are initially mis 
aligned. This objective is accomplished by providing the 
cone or spool sprocket With rounded teeth With radially 
extending tips, each tip having a rounded radial surface, 
Which slip into place for full engagement once a rotational 
force is applied either manually or by the stepping motor. 

Yet another objective of the present invention is to pro 
vide a printer spool for use With labeling media or ink ribbon 
Which properly locates the labeling media or ink ribbon in 
the printer. This objective is accomplished by providing a 
spool With crush ribs Which hold the labeling media or ink 
ribbon on the spool. 

These and still other objects and advantages of the present 
invention Will be apparent from the description Which fol 
loWs. In the detailed description beloW, preferred embodi 
ments of the invention Will be described in reference to the 
accompanying draWings. These embodiments do not repre 
sent the full scope of the invention. Rather the invention may 
be employed in other embodiments. Reference should there 
fore be made to the claims herein for interpreting the breadth 
of the invention. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a front, right side perspective vieW of a thermal 
transfer printer Which employs the present invention; 

FIG. 2 is a front, left side perspective vieW of the printer 
in FIG. 1; 

FIG. 3 is a front, right side perspective vieW of the printer 
of FIG. 1 With the housing removed; 

FIG. 4 is a rear, left side perspective vieW of the printer 
chassis loWer frame of FIG. 3; 

FIG. 5 is a bottom, left side perspective vieW of the printer 
chassis top frame of FIG. 3; 
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FIG. 6 is a top, right side perspective vieW of the printer 
chassis top frame of FIG. 3; 

FIG. 7 is a front, right perspective vieW of the printer in 
an open con?guration; 

FIG. 8 is a sectional elevation vieW of FIG. 3 shoWing the 
media and ribbon paths; 

FIG. 9 is a perspective vieW of a cone of FIGS. 4 and 5; 

FIG. 10 is a perspective vieW a spool of FIG. 7; 

FIG. 11 is an enlarged perspective vieW of an end of the 
spool of FIG. 10; and 

FIG. 12 is a perspective vieW of the spool of FIG. 10 With 
a core slipped thereon. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

As shoWn in FIGS. 1—8, a thermal transfer printing 
machine 10 Which employs the preferred embodiment of the 
present invention includes a molded plastic housing 12 
having a front 14, opposing sides 18, 20, and a metal back 
16. The housing 12 encloses printer subassemblies 28, 30, 
32, 34, and 36 mounted on a chassis 38 (shoWn in FIGS. 
3—5), and supports a LCD display 22 pivotally mounted to 
the housing front 14. Labels 43 printed on labeling media 40 
are ejected from the printer 10 doWn an eXit chute 24, and 
through an opening 26 formed in the housing side 20. The 
LCD display 22 displays printer status and error indicators 
to a user. Printer circuitry 44 mounted to the chassis 38 
controls the printer subassemblies 28, 30, 32, 34, and 36 and 
poWers the LCD display 22. 

Referring to FIGS. 2—5, the printer chassis 38 is supported 
by a substantially rectangular base 46 Which provides the 
foundation for the printer 10. The base 46 has a top 48, 
bottom 50, and sides 52. Four feet 54 mounted in each 
corner of the base bottom 50 support the base 46. The 
housing 12 is attached to the base 46 With screWs (not 
shoWn) threadably engaging clips 55 extending from the 
base sides 52. 

The chassis 38 supports the subassemblies 28, 30, 32, 34, 
and 36, and has a bottom frame 53 mounted to the printer 
base top 48, and a top frame 56 pivotally mounted to the 
bottom frame 53. Looking particularly at FIG. 4, the chassis 
bottom frame member 53 includes a pair of opposing frame 
side members 58 mounted to the base top 48 (shoWn in FIG. 
3)using screWs or the like, and supports a labeling media 
drive subassembly 28, a cutter subassembly 34, and a label 
eject subassembly 36. Looking particularly at FIGS. 5 and 6, 
the chassis top frame 56 has an end frame member 60 
joining a pair of opposing frame side members 62 Which 
support a print head subassembly 30 and a thermal transfer 
ink ribbon subassembly 32. 
As shoWn in FIG. 7, pivotally mounting the top frame 56 

alloWs the user to open the chassis 38 in a clam-shell fashion 
eXposing the subassemblies 28, 30, 32, 34, and 36 for easy 
maintenance. Apneumatic piston 64 mounted to the top and 
bottom frames 56,53 restricts the chassis 38 from opening 
too quickly and damaging the subassemblies 28, 30, 32, 34, 
and 36 from jarring. Looking at FIG. 7, a latch 66 mounted 
to the base side 52 catches the chassis top frame member 60 
to hold the chassis 38 in the closed position during printer 
operation, and is released by a button 68 mounted to the base 
side 52. 

Referring back to FIGS. 3 and 4, the labeling media drive 
subassembly 28 feeds labeling media 40 from the rotatably 
mounted labeling media supply spool 70 past the print head 
assembly 30. The labeling media 40 is comprised of a 
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4 
release liner 41 Which supports an adhesive backed material, 
such as labels 43 or a continuous sheet of vinyl or polyester. 
The siZe, color, and type of label material carried by the 
spool 70 varies depending upon the particular print appli 
cation. 

The labeling media 40 unrolls off the spool 70 as it is 
driven by the labeling media drive subassembly 28. The 
labeling media drive subassembly 28 includes a master drive 
cone 84 (shoWn in FIG. 8) rotatably mounted to one of the 
chassis bottom frame side members 58, and a slave cone 86 
rotatably mounted to the opposing chassis bottom frame side 
member 58. The cones 84,86 support the labeling media 
supply spool 70 therebetWeen. Springs (not shoWn) urge at 
least one of the cones toWard the opposing side frame 
member. When the springs are compressed, the cones 84, 86 
spread apart to alloW easy loading of the spool 70. A 
stepping motor 88, mounted to the same frame member 58 
as the master drive cone 84, rotatably drives the master drive 
cone 84 to dispense labeling media 40 from the supply spool 
70. A stepping motor gear mechanism 90 driven by the 
stepping motor 88 drives an idler roller 92 and the platen 72 
to feed the labeling media 40 past the print head subassem 
bly 30. 

Referring to FIGS. 9—11, the master drive cone 84 mates 
With a socket 211 on one end of the labeling media supply 
spool 70 to drive the spool 70, and maintain tension in the 
labeling media 40 (shoWn in FIG. 3). The drive cone 84 has 
a disc shaped body 200 With a conveX surface 202. The 
conveX surface 202 has a rounded tip 203 surrounded by a 
circular skirt 205 and a plurality of teeth 204. The evenly 
spaced teeth 204 eXtend from the rounded tip to the skirt. 
Sprocket handles 206 formed on the cone perimeter alloW 
for manual tensioning of the labeling media 40 When it is 
mounted in the printer 10. 
The drive cone teeth 204 engage a like number of teeth 

208 (shoWn in FIG. 11) formed in the supply spool socket 
211 to rotatably drive the spool 70. Preferably, four or more 
teeth are formed on the cone surface 202 to positively drive 
the spool 70. Most preferably, siXteen or more teeth are 
provided to minimiZe the tooth penetration into the spool 
end 210 necessary to positively drive the spool 70. 
The teeth 204 are rounded (i.e., no sharp edges) to provide 

a positive locking mechanism When engaging a spool socket 
having a complimentary geometry While alloWing an initial 
mismatch betWeen the geometries. If a mismatch occurs 
(i.e., the teeth do not fully engage), the rounded teeth 204 
guide the spool end socket to fully seat in the cone 84 once 
a rotational force is applied either manually or by the 
stepping motor 88. 
As shoWn in FIGS. 4, 9, and 10, the slave cone 86 is 

substantially similar to the master drive cone 84, thus 
eliminating the need to supply a spool 70 having dissimilar 
ends. HoWever, the slave cone 86 is free-Wheeling (i.e., the 
slave cone is not driven by the stepping motor 88, rather it 
is rotated by the driven spool 70). 
As shoWn in FIGS. 3, 10—12, the labeling media supply 

spool 70 includes an elongated tubular body 212 With 
opposing ends 210. The body 212 supports a labeling media 
core 214 having labeling media 40 Wrapped thereon. The 
core 214 With the labeling media 40 is slipped over the spool 
body 212, and supplies the printer 10 With the labeling 
media 40. Each spool end 210 has a socket 211 Which mates 
With one of the labeling media drive subassembly cones 84, 
86 (shoWn in FIGS. 4 and 8). A groove 222 is formed 
proximal at least one spool end 210 for slidably attaching a 
chip holder, such as disclosed in copending US. Patent 
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Application entitled “PRINTER WITH VARIABLE 
PLATEN PRESSURE”, ?led concurrently With the present 
application, and Which is fully incorporated herein by ref 
erence. 

Each spool end socket 211 (best shoWn in FIG. 11) has an 
annular end face 218 Which surrounds a central recess 213. 
Aset of rounded teeth 208 are formed in the end socket 211, 
and extend radially inWard from the annular end face 218. 
The rounded cone tip 203 is received in the recess 213, and 
the cone teeth 204 engage and mate With the rounded socket 
teeth 208. By rounding the socket teeth 208, the spool 
sockets 211 Will more readily fully seat in the cone 84,86. 

The tubular supply spool body 212 has outWardly extend 
ing crush ribs 224 Which hold the labeling media core 214 
in position for the printer 10. The ribs 224 are formed as an 
integral part of the spool body 212 using methods knoWn in 
the art such as injection molding using a resilient material, 
such as high impact polystyrene. Each rib 224 extends 
longitudinally along the spool length, and is divided into 
sections 226 by notches 228 Which aid in centering and 
retaining the core 214 on the spool 70. 
A labeling media core 214 slipped over the spool body 

212 compresses the ribs Which impinge against a core 
interior surface 225. The compressed ribs 224 exert a 
radially outWard directed force against the core interior 
surface 225 to frictionally hold the core 214 on the spool 70, 
and prevent the core 214 from slipping on the spool 70 
longitudinally and circumferentially. The rib sections 226 
not compressed by the labeling media core 214 extend 
radially outWard past the core 214, and position the core 214 
on the spool 70 for printing. 

Referring to FIGS. 4—8, the thermal transfer ink ribbon 
drive subassembly 32 is mounted to the chassis top frame 
56, and feeds the thermal transfer ink ribbon 76 past the print 
head subassembly 30 from an ink ribbon supply spool 78 to 
an ink ribbon take up spool 80. The ink ribbon drive 
subassembly 32 includes an ink ribbon supply spool master 
drive cone 94 and opposing slave cone 96, an ink ribbon take 
up spool master drive cone 98 and opposing slave cone 100, 
and a gear mechanism 102 for rotatably driving the master 
drive cones 94,98. 
As in the labeling media drive subassembly 28, each ink 

ribbon spool 78,80 is supported at its ends by the master 
drive cone 94,98 and the opposing slave cone 96,100 Which 
are substantially similar to the labeling media drive subas 
sembly master drive and slave cones 84,86. Advantageously, 
by providing substantially similar cones, the cones are 
interchangeable, thus reducing the number of different parts 
in the printer. 

The ink ribbon drive subassembly master drive cones 
94,98 are rotatably driven by the gear mechanism 102 
mounted on one side of the top frame side member 62 to 
rotatably drive the take up spool 80 and pull the ink ribbon 
76 past the print head 74. The gear mechanism 102 is 
mounted on the same top frame side member 62 as the 
master drive cones 94,98, and engages the labeling media 
drive gear mechanism 90 to provide synchronous movement 
of the labeling media 40 and ink ribbon 76 past the print 
head 74. 

The ribbon supply and take-up spools 78,80 are substan 
tially identical to the labeling media supply spool 70 With the 
exception that ink ribbon 76 is Wound on cores slipped over 
the spool body. Each ribbon supply and take-up spool 78, 80 
includes a tubular body and body ends such as described for 
the labeling media supply spool 70. 
As shoWn in FIGS. 7 and 8, the print head subassembly 

30 in the printer 10 is arranged to cooperate With the thermal 

15 

25 

35 

45 

55 

65 

6 
transfer ribbon 76 and the labeling media 40 such that the 
thermal print head 74 can print characters or symbols on the 
labeling media 40. Thermal transfer printing is described in 
greater detail in US. Pat. No. 5,078,523 Which is incorpo 
rated herein by reference. 
The labeling media 40 and ribbon 76 are advanced past 

the print head subassembly 30 by the platen 72 Which urges 
the ribbon 76 and labeling media 40 in close cooperation 
With the print head 74. The print head subassembly 30 is 
fully described in a copending US. Patent Application 
entitled “PRINTER WITH VARIABLE PLATEN 
PRESSURE”, ?led concurrently With the present 
application, and Which is fully incorporated herein by ref 
erence. 

Once the print head subassembly 30 prints on the labeling 
media 40, the labeling media drive subassembly 28 
advances the printed labeling media 116 past the cutter 
subassembly 34. The cutter subassembly 34 cuts the printed 
labeling media 116 Which is ejected by the label eject 
subassembly 36 doWn the exit chute 24, and out of the 
housing opening 26 (chute 24 and exit housing 26 are shoWn 
in FIG. 2). The cutter subassembly 34 and label eject 
subassembly 36 are fully described in a co-pending US. 
patent application entitled “PRINTER WITH CUTTER 
EJECT SYSTEM,” ?led concurrently With the present 
application, and Which is fully incorporated herein by ref 
erence. 

While there has been shoWn and described What are at 
present considered the preferred embodiment of the 
invention, it Will be obvious to those skilled in the art that 
various changes and modi?cations can be made therein 
Without departing from the scope of the invention de?ned by 
the appended claims. 
We claim: 
1. A printer spool comprising: 
an elongated body having ends; and 
a socket formed in one body end for engaging a printer 

drive cone; and 
one or more teeth extending from said socket for engaging 

said cone, each of said teeth having a radially extending 
tip each tip having a rounded radial surface Which 
guides the cone into engagement With said socket. 

2. The printer spool as in claim 1, including a plurality of 
crush ribs formed on the body, and extending radially 
outWardly therefrom along a substantial portion of its length, 
the crush ribs being deformable When a cylindrical core is 
slipped over said cylindrical body to retain the core on the 
body. 

3. The printer spool as in claim 2, in Which said ribs 
extend longitudinally along the length of the body. 

4. The printer spool as in claim 2, including a notch 
formed in one of said ribs for dividing said rib into sections, 
one of said sections extending outWardly past said cylindri 
cal core When the core is received around the spool to stop 
the core from slipping longitudinally on said spool. 

5. The printer spool as in claim 2, Wherein said ribs are 
formed from high impact polystyrene. 

6. The printer spool as in claim 1, Wherein said body is 
cylindrical. 

7. The printer spool as in claim 1, in Which said teeth 
extend radially inWardly for engagement With teeth extend 
ing radially outWardly from the cone. 

8. In a printer having a spool drive subassembly for 
rotatably driving a spool, a spool drive cone for driving said 
spool in said printer, said spool drive cone comprising: 

a conical shaped body for engaging a spool end, and one 
or more teeth extending from a surface of said body, 
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each of said teeth having a radially extending tip, each 
tip having a rounded radial surface Which guides said 
body into engagement With teeth formed in the spool 
end. 

9. The spool drive cone as in claim 8, in Which the body 
has a rounded tip for guiding said cone into said socket, said 
tip being surrounded by a circular skirt and said teeth, and 
said teeth extending betWeen said tip and said skirt. 

10. The spool drive cone as in claim 8, including four or 
more of said teeth. 

11. The spool drive cone as in claim 8, including sixteen 
or more of said teeth. 

12. The spool drive cone as claimed in claim 8 in Which 
the teeth are equally spaced. 

13. The printer spool as in claim 8, in Which said teeth 
extend radially outWardly for engagement With teeth extend 
ing radially inWardly from the spool end. 

14. A thermal transfer printer comprising: 
a chassis having opposing side frame members; 
a spool disposed betWeen said frame members, and hav 

ing spool ends; 
a pair of spool support cones, each cone supporting one of 

said spool ends and being rotatably mounted to one of 
said opposing side frame members; 

one or more teeth extending radially outWardly from a 
surface of one of said support cone and spool end, and 
each of said teeth having a radially extending tip each 
tip having a rounded radial surface; and 

one or more teeth extending radially inWardly from a 
surface of the other of said support cone and spool end, 
and each of said radially inWardly extending teeth 
having a radially extending tip each tip having a 
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rounded radial surface, Wherein said radially inWardly 
extending teeth engage said radially outWardly extend 
ing teeth for rotatably driving said spool, and said tips 
guide said teeth into engagement When said teeth are 
misaligned. 

15. The printer as claimed in claim 14, including four or 
more teeth extending from one of said support cone and 
spool end. 

16. The printer as claimed in claim 14, including sixteen 
or more teeth extending from one of said support cone and 
spool end. 

17. The printer as claimed in claim 14, Wherein said cones 
are substantially similar. 

18. The printer as in claim 14, Wherein said spool includes 
an elongated body for receiving a cylindrical core Which 
extends around the body and along a substantial part of the 
length of the body. 

19. The printer as in claim 18, including a plurality of 
crush ribs formed on the spool body and extending radially 
outWard therefrom to engage the cylindrical core, the crush 
ribs being formed to compress When the cylindrical core is 
received around the spool body. 

20. The printer as in claim 19, including a notch formed 
in one of said ribs for dividing said rib into sections, one of 
said sections extending outWardly past said cylindrical core 
When the core is received around the spool to stop the core 
from slipping longitudinally on said spool. 

21. The printer as in claim 19, Wherein said ribs are 
formed from high impact polystyrene. 

22. The printer as in claim 18, Wherein said spool body is 
cylindrical. 


